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he story of David and

Goliath has captured

the imagination of

millions of Bible stu-

dents through the ages.
It is the story of the faith of a
vulnerable young boy withstanding
an armored Philistine champion. It is
the story of an Israelite army cower-
ing in the Valley of Elah while the
Philistines taunt them and their God.
Five stones against iron shields, hel-
mets, and sword.

But what is the history behind the
story? Was there a Goliath and a
David? Recent critical scholarship
questions the historicity of this bib-
lical story. In 1992, Philip Davies,
professor of biblical studies at the
University of Sheffield, appealed to
archaeology and wrote, “The biblical
‘empire’ of David and Solomon has
not the faintest echo in the archaeo-
logical record—as yet.”' He con-
cluded that David and Solomon are
no more historical than King Arthur
of the Round Table.

But his argument is one from
silence. In the view of Davies and
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other postmodern scholars,
the characters and stories of
the Bible must have a histor-
ical (archaeological) coun-
terpart. “Unless this is done,
there can be no real basis for
claiming that biblical ‘Israel’ has any
particular relationship to history.”
The Bible is considered guilty until
proven innocent. But such arguments
from silence are dangerous in any dis-
cipline. In archaeology—with hun-
dreds of archaeologists working in
the Middle East today—it can be dev-
astating.

Just this past summer, an exciting
archaeological discovery was made
that sheds new light on the story of
David and Goliath. According to the
Bible, Goliath came from Gath, one
of the five cities of the Philistines (1
Sam. 17:4). Modern excavations at
Gath (Tel es-Safi) directed by Aren
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Maeir of Bar-Ilan University in Tel
Aviv, uncovered a broken piece of
pottery with an inscription during
the 2005 season. According to Dr.
Maeir in his November 2005 presen-
tation to the American Schools of
Oriental Research in Philadelphia,’
the letters are written in a proto-
Canaanite script (in Semitic letters).
The letters written without vowels
are: ALWT and
WLT. Though the
script is Semitic,
however, it is writ-
ten in the Indo-
European language.
The names could
thus be constructed
as “Wylattes or Aly-
attes” In the hear-
ing of an Israelite it might sound like
this Wylattes/WLT/Goliath. That the
names are written in Indo-European
in a Semitic script is significant.
Indo-European points to an Aegean
(Greek) origin, which is the same
place that the Bible describes as the
origin of the Philistines (Gen. 10:14).
Its writing in a Semitic script indi-
cates some adaptation of the lan-
guage in written form to the local
Canaanite environment where the
Philistines settled.

Where was this inscription found?
As archaeologists uncover the ancient
cities layer by layer, they can date arti-
facts stratigraphically within those
layers. This inscription was clearly
found below the massive destruction

of the city that archaeologists have
identified with the military campaign
of Hazael of Syria (2 Kings 12:17).
The inscription is then sealed in a
stratigraphic context and can be
dated to the 10th-9th centuries B.C.,
around 950 B.C. to no later than 880
B.C. The context is important, be-
cause it establishes that the name
Goliath was known at Philistine Gath
about 70 years after
the event between
David and Goliath
as recorded in 1
Samuel 17. Dr.
Maeir, a well re-
spected archaeolo-
gist who 1is cur-
rently director of
the Institute of
Archaeology at Bar-Ilan University,
concludes that though the inscription
probably does not name the biblical
Goliath directly, it does point to “a
Goliath or rather two Goliath-like
names.” This affirms that these names
were used at Philistine Gath some
years after the Bible records the con-
flict between David and Goliath.
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